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Training and Intranet Recommendations From a Case Study of
Organizational Memory
Murray E. Jennex, Ph.D., University of PhoenixSan Diego
Lorne Olfman, Ph.D., Claremont Graduate University

Abstract
This paper reports on a case study of the organizational memory information system (OMIS) of an
engineering group at a nuclear power plant. It found that the OMIS was effective based on the criteria of
the competing values model (Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1983). The engineering group was also considered
effective based on the criteria used to evaluate effectiveness by the group managers. One of the criteria
used to assess group effectiveness was the ability to use organizational memory. The study also found that
more effective use of this OMIS was hampered by a lack of training and system integration.
The scope of OMIS training was the main training issue. Management and the system designers assumed
that engineers learned to ask questions and search databases while in college. This led to a training scope
that only called for training on using system interfaces. This study found that the majority of OMIS users
cited the inability to conduct searches and find information in addition to learning different interfaces as
one of the main restraints to using the OMIS more effectively. A contributing cause to only providing
interface training was cost. Interface training was found to be much less expensive than educating users in
the concepts of information retrieval and database queries.
Improving system integration through use of common interfaces and a single database is expected to
improve OMIS effectiveness and to ease the training burden. Creating a uniform system interface reduces
interface training needs. Using a single database reduces the scope of database knowledge that must be
taught. It is proposed that the use of Intranets and a browser type interface as a platform for the OMIS will
provide the architecture for improving system integration and reducing training needs.

I. Introduction
This paper provides a case example of the importance of emerging technologies in building an effective
organizational memory information system (OMIS) and on the role of training in ensuring effective use of
the OMIS. The findings are based on a case study on the use of organizational memory by an engineering
group at a nuclear power plant. The study looked at the value of organizational memory and at how the
computerbased and other components of the OMIS contributed to the organization's effectiveness. The
OMIS was evaluated using Quinn and Rohrbaugh's (1983) competing values model of organizational
effectiveness. Individual and organizational effectiveness were evaluated using subject organization
criteria. The case study found that the OMIS and subject organization were effective. It also found that
OMIS effectiveness could be improved through better integration and training and that improved
integration reduces training needs.

II. Organizational Memory Information Systems
OM is defined by Stein and Zwass (1995, p.89) as "the means by which knowledge from the past is brought
to bear on present activities, thus resulting in higher or lower levels of organizational effectiveness." Walsh
and Ungson (1991) define OM in its most basic sense as stored information from an organization's history
that can be brought to bear on present decisions.
OM has two principle goals: to integrate information across organizational boundaries and to control
current activities and thus avoid past mistakes. Basic functions of OM are perception, acquisition,
abstraction, recording, storage, retrieval, interpretation, and transmission of organizational knowledge

(Stein and Zwass 1995). Walsh and Ungson (1991) propose that organizational memory consists of five
retention facilities: individuals, culture, transformations, structures, and ecology. Stein and Zwass (1995)
extend Walsh and Ungson's (1991) definition by proposing that there is an information systems component
that serves to augment the interactions between knowledge seekers and human experts. They define an
Organizational Memory Information System, OMIS, as a system that functions to provide a means by
which knowledge from the past is brought to bear on present activities, thus resulting in increased levels of
effectiveness for the organization.
Four subsystems can be defined for the OMIS:
1. Document based OMISs are grounded in paper documents.
2. Computer based OMISs are grounded in databases and application programs.
3. Self memory based OMISs are grounded in a person's memory. They consist of whatever system one
chooses to utilize to keep that memory.
4. Others' self memory based OMISs are grounded in coworkers' memories. These systems are the self
memory systems of coworkers.
These are overlapping systems with each subsystem containing elements from the others. This will be
especially true for IT components of organizational memory due to process automation and reengineering
replacing many documents and processes with IT substitutes.
Stein and Zwass (1995) propose that organizational effectiveness can be described using the competing
values model proposed by Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983). An implicit assumption of this model is that
organizational effectiveness is related to OM. This model uses four of Campbell's (1973) organizational
effectiveness criteria that have been found to be consistent with Parsons' (1959) effectiveness functions for
systems of action. Memory has been found to be directly relevant to the four functional clusters of
effectiveness of:
1. integration of the OMIS across space and time
2. adaptation of the OMIS to obtaining and disseminating the appropriate knowledge to the appropriate
actor
3. goal attainment of using past performance information to manage current performance
4. pattern maintenance for maintaining the human and organizational culture memory.

III. Overview of the Case Study
A case study approach was used to gather detailed information on the subject organization. Interviews,
surveys, direct observation, and document research were utilized for data collection. Multiple theoretical
approaches for measuring effectiveness and analyzing data, as well as multiple sources of data, were used
to converge to a conclusion in order to reduce validity threats.
Data relating to training and integration effectiveness were gathered through interviews with five managers,
five supervisors, eleven engineers, the IS manager, and the training supervisor for engineer training. The
interviews were conducted by the first author of this paper.

The data analysis indicated that improved organizational effectiveness was related to ongoing
improvements in the computerbased components of the OMIS. Improved organizational effectiveness was
determined by longitudinal evaluations of external assessments by regulatory agencies, internal
assessments against predetermined operating parameters, and individual assessments of their own and their
group's productivity. This was compared to the competing values model derived effectiveness, the
perceived benefit, and individual opinion to determine that improved computer based tools contributed to
improved organizational effectiveness.
Given this overall finding, the remainder of this paper discusses how training and integration can be
expected to further improve the effectiveness of the computerbased OMIS.

IV. Findings Related to Training and Integration
Interviews with supervisors were used to generate a model of engineer productivity. A key component of
this model is the skill competency required to resolve problems. A skilled engineer is one who can be
assigned complex tasks, needs little or no supervision, comes up with correct recommendations and
decisions, and knows how to use the OMIS.
The purpose of training is to improve performance against specific outcomes. This implies that training
engineers to use their OMIS, especially the computerbased component, can improve their effectiveness in
achieving the expected outcomes of better decision making, use of past events for analyses and problem
solving, and quicker response times to current problems. Lack of training was identified as a distinct
restraint to effective use of the OMIS by only three interviewees. Yet, many more interviewees expressed a
need for training on how to utilize OMIS interfaces and on how to conduct searches and queries. The IS
design organization did not provide formal training as part of the OMIS implementation because it believed
that the OMIS components were designed with self explanatory GUI interfaces.
As a response to this need, the engineer training organization is considering providing courses on the
mechanics of the systems' interfaces. However, the proposed training does not fully meet the needs of
engineers related to how to find information as identified in this study. This level of training was provided
to a single support engineer who was expected to handle the information needs of the rest of the
organization. This was not considered satisfactory by the interviewees.
Cost reduction is the likely cause of this lack of training. Interface training can be provided to a large group
by a relatively low level person using structured lesson plans, making it very cost effective. The detailed
training required to prepare engineers to effectively retrieve information requires resources beyond that
existing in the training group. Also, the attitude of managers is that an engineer learns to ask questions and
solve problems while in college so it is not expected that the organization would need to provide training in
this area. Moreover, there was no data available upon which to prepare a cost benefit analysis to justify
obtaining these resources should the organization have identified the training need.
Interviews also indicated that the effectiveness of the OMIS hinges to a large degree on how well the
composite system integrates the components. Seven interviewees, including all five supervisors, identified
a lack of system integration as a distinct hindrance to the effective use of this OMIS. Integration was
achieved by using Windows as the base platform. This allowed for cutting and pasting between OMIS
components, but did not address the issues of providing consistent interfaces or a single database. It should
be noted that the OMIS for this organization contained four major computer based components and
approximately another ten minor computer based OMIS components within the overall OMIS. Each of
these components had their own style of interface and most used their own database, although some
database sharing did exist. Multiple IS organizations and no coherent OM development policy were
attributed as the causes for this lack of integration.
The use of an organization wide data dictionary and a single database is recommended to improve OMIS
integration. Using an Intranet as the OMIS infrastructure would provide a structure for building an OMIS

with consistent interfaces that utilize a single database. Using hyperlinks to link applicable memory items,
be they email, memos, transaction documents, voice recordings, images, etc., would provide a relatively
inexpensive OMIS framework. Use of a browser and standard search engine would provide the consistent
interface. Researchers need to develop data standards, search engines, and security measures for use within
an Intranet based OMIS to make this feasible. The potential of an Intranet as an OMIS is very promising
and exciting and was found to be the most promising solution to the OMIS integration problem. It also
simplifies the training problem by providing a single interface and database. The subject organization's IS
department is currently investigating Intranet and multimedia database possibilities. The possibility of
building an Intranet based multimedia database for use by all divisions within the utility is just beginning to
be explored as corporate IS has only recently appointed a Internet/Intranet manager charged with guiding
Internet/Intranet application development.

V. Conclusions
Organizations should create a set of policies and standards to ensure that OM functions are recognized in
the system development phase, that they are consistent, and that the resulting OMIS has a greater degree of
integration than the OMIS found in this study. Current technologies allow the construction of an effective
OMIS. Intranet technology provides the promise of a relatively cheap infrastructure upon which a highly
integrated OMIS can be built. This would significantly improve the effectiveness of the OMIS and the
organization using it.
Poor integration requires more training as users have to learn multiple systems. Also, training is a necessary
ingredient in improving the effectiveness of users of an IS. The finding that the ability to use the OMIS is a
basic skill means that trainers can link IS training requirements to specific job functions. However, in the
subject organization, the training group has not provided this linkage. It is suggested that costbenefit
analysis can be used to justify the detailed training discussed in this paper.
Improved integration will lead to lower training costs. This study found that training was required on a
large number of systems utilizing different interfaces and different databases. Integrating the OMIS into a
single platform, such as through an Intranet, eliminates the need for training on multiple interfaces and
databases. Lower cost training should further increase the overall effectiveness of the OMIS.
References available upon request from the authors.

